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American KAIZEN: A Perspective on American
Management Theories
Dr. Kurt H. Becker and Mr. James Snow

Following World War Two, the
United States was the only industrial
power that still had its factories and
resources intact. Other countries in the
industrialized world such as Germany,
Japan, England, and France had
suffered enormous damage during the
war and turned to the United States for
the manufactured goods they needed.
Thus, American industry entered the
"Golden Age" of manufacturing, and
companies reaped enormous profits as
the world stood in line to buy their
products. Unemployment was low and
American workers prospered during
this period. The national mood was one
of optimism and great expectations for
the future. The prevailing attitude was
that the United States was the dominant
world industrial power.
Today, the United States is no longer
the only dominant industrial power in
the world. The United States has lost
much of its position of eminence and
has suffered a deteriorating balance of
trade year by year for the last twenty
years. How could this have happened?
While the United States was resting
on its laurels, the Japanese were
desperate to revitalize their economy.
They sought the advice of outside
consultants who could help them
rebuild their industrial base. Probably
the most important person they consulted was an American, Dr. W.
Edwards Deming. The advice he gave
them has become known as the Deming
Management Method or "Total Quality
Management" (TQM). In the 1950s the
Japanese used the management methods outlined in TQM to restructure the
way they did business. It took 20 years,
and by the 1970s they had equaled, and

in many ways surpassed, the U.S. in the
production of high quality manufactured goods. By the 1990s the U.S. was
importing more goods from Japan than
it was exporting to Japan; a trend that
shows little likelihood of reversing in
the near future. How could the TQM
philosophy have completely changed a
country?
The basic principle behind TQM is
the idea that the most important asset a
company has is its work force. Deming
believed that the most efficient management system was one that would:
"systematically encourage and reward
self-critique and critique of process"
By encouraging an atmosphere that
fosters critical analysis, Deming
believed it was possible to continually
improve the system, which in turn leads
to better quality and improved productivity. An improvement in quality and
productivity will then result in an
enhanced competitive position. The
Japanese call this continual process of
improvement "Kaizen". The Deming
principle of management requires the
empowerment of the worker to question
existing systems and make decisions
which will improve these systems. This
form of management contrasts sharply
with the traditional American style of
management, 'Scientific Management',
which is a "top down" style. Based on
the premise that the worker can
contribute nothing to the job except
their labor, the "top down" style places
most decision making authority at the
managerial level and uses the chain of
command flow down. The worker in
this style of management is expected to
follow orders without questioning.
Questioning existing procedures is

definitely discouraged, and the worker
is given little, if any, decision making
authority. Scientific Managerrient
usually leads to a work force that is not
involved in the process of improvement, resulting in an eventual loss of
competitive position through lack of
'ownership or commitment'. This loss
of competitive position is what has led
to the United States' balance of trade
deterioration over the last
years.
In the 1980s it became clear to many
companies and organizations that a
major and significant change in
management style, such as TQM, must
be implemented in order to restore
America's competitive edge in the
international arena. Numerous attempts
were made to implement variations of
Total Quality Management at major
American corporations and institutions.
Some of these attempts have produced
significant improvements in competitive position, while others have ended
in dismal failure.
While much has been written and
discussed about what Total Quality
Management is, little has been said
about the key ingredient to a successful
adoption of the TQM system. A
successful TQM system requires a
major cultural change in a company.
Top management must fully support
the implementation in all aspects or it
will fail. Fear and lack of trust must be
removed from the organization or the
workers will not fully accept the new
system. There must be a complete and
total commitment by the company that
significant change is going to occur and
that participation in the change will be
rewarded. Without this total commitment, TQM will fail.
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The problem with the American
adoption of TQM is one of culture.
Even though an American invented it,
the Japanese are the ones who have
successfully utilized it. The Americans
have tried to make it work the way that
the Japanese have, but with limited
success. The problem is, we have a
culture that is built around creativity
and individualism, while the Japanese
have a culture that encourages team
work and conformity. Therefore it does
not work for the Americans the same
way it works for the Japanese. Even
though the Americans have had limited
success with TQM systems, they have
learned from their successes as well as
their failures. As a result of this
learning process, the American TQM
theory has begun to evolve. These
evolving management theories and
concepts have their roots in TQM.
Concepts such as concurrent engineering, cross-functional teams (credited
with Chrysler's latest "miracle"), town
meetings and workout sessions
(McDonnell Douglas, General Dynamics, General Electric), and the horizontal organization (Ford Corporation,
IBM, and Bristol Myers) are being
implemented in American industry.
These latest trends in management
systems are successful as long as they
remain true to Deming's basic principle
that the most important asset a company has is it's work force, with the
importance of the individual worker
being the key. These new management
concepts can be seen as an evolution of
Deming's original concept of breaking
down barriers between job functions
and working as a team. Taking a look
at these evolution's in management
concept will shed some light on the
future direction of American industry
as it moves into the 21st century.
Engineering Technology Education
One of the complaints today is that
graduates lack the skills essential for
global competitiveness. Graduates do
not know quality principles, can't
integrate across functional disciplines,
lack leadership ability, and can't solve
essential problems. Today, many
Engineering Technology programs use
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some form of TQM in the curriculum
with much of the instruction using
Demming's traditional model (TQM).
Even schools that teach TQM often
don't practice what they preach without
addressing the cultural differences.
Concurrent Engineering and Crossfunctional Teams
Two experimental management
systems being implemented at several
major corporations in the United States
are concurrent engineering and crossfunctional teams. Concurrent engineering brings together workers from
various disciplines at the earliest stages
of design. Manufacturing engineers,
manufacturing planners, materials
experts, sales personnel, etc. are invited
to participate in design processes such
as: preliminary customer requirement
meetings, preliminary design reviews,
and critical design reviews. By including personnel from various disciplines
it is possible to produce a higher
quality product that will not require
numerous modifications during the
early stages of production. Concurrent
engineering also requires various
branches of a discipline to co-locate
and work together for better interface
(Le. electrical engineers and mechanical engineers). During the manufacturing phase, the production people and
the design people remain in close
contact so that any problems that arise
may be quickly corrected. This method
of breaking down barriers between
disciplines is a major cultural change
that requires a fundamental rethinking
of the way business is conducted. The
concurrent engineering system utilizes
"cross-functional" teams in its approach to the design process, but the
use of cross-functional teams is not
limited to the design process. Many
companies are finding that using crossfunctional teams in other aspects of
business can also be of significant
value.
McDonnell Douglas Aircraft in Long
Beach, California has implemented
cross-functional teams to improve their
engineering and manufacturing
systems. Teams are formed from
various disciplines as required and the

teams are given training in the dynamics of teamwork. After the "team
training" is completed they are given a
problem to investigate and are asked to
submit recommendations for improvement. A unique aspect of this recommendation process is that the team is
empowered by upper management to
take action on these recommendations
and see them through to completion.
The magnitude of the recommendations
are often referred to in baseball terms,
such as singles, triples, and home-runs.
Recommendations may range from
simple ideas which will slightly
improve the situation (singles) to major
recommendations which will have a
significant impact on the company
(home runs). Teams usually consist of
engineering, manufacturing, sales, and
procurement functions, as well as any
other disciplines deemed relevant to the
problem. At McDonnell Douglas, the
initial cross-functional teams to date
have turned in impressive recommendations which have resulted in the
savings of millions of dollars to the
company. The use of teams that break
down barriers between job functions
promises to be a positive development
in the evol ution of TQM techniques.

Town Meetings and Work-Out
Sessions
Town Meetings and Work-Out
Sessions are two other evolutionary
developments of TQM. These methods
allow for quick and innovative solutions to company problems by breaking
away from the restrictions of the
traditional corporate organizational
chart. The process frees people from
the confines of their box on the
organizational chart and allows them to
share every bit of information available
to them, to listen to those above and
around them, and then make decisions.
The main premise is to take initiative,
make work simpler, and get there faster
(to a solution). Through this process the
goal is to become that big-company/
small-company hybrid while pursuing
global strategies and encouraging more
boldness in the leadership of the
business.
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The process is bottom-up and
employee-driven, with broad involvement demonstrating management's care
and concern. It is a highly effective
process for building trust and complements continuous improvement
activities. This management tool goes
through a defined process once the
decision to implement the procedure
has been made. Top management
usually holds a "kickoff' meeting in
which they express their enthusiasm
and support for the process. Participating employees are grouped into teams
and given day-long team building
sessions. After the team building
sessions, the team begins br.ainstorming
the problems and barriers associated
with the issue. After these initial
sessions the problems are categorized
and prioritized, and the team brainstorms potential solutions. These
potential solutions are then sorted and
prioritized and developed into action
plans, including the responsibilities and

cloning itself abroad are over. This
process of globalized management
constitutes ·dramatic changes in the way
companies like Ford Corporation, mM,
and Bristol Myers do business. As
global markets merge, those companies
slow to globalize their management
structures will have to scramble to play
catch-up. The latest round of reorganization comes from companies that have
streamlined domestic operations and
now are looking for efficiencies abroad.
Ford Corporation is merging its
manufacturing, sales, and product
development operations in North
America and Europe. IBM is reorganizing its marketing and sales operations
into 14 worldwide industry groups.
Bristol Myers is revamping its consumer business by installing a new
CEO responsible for its worldwide
consumer medicines.
.
There are possible downsides of
moving toward a global organization.
When a company centralizes all

support required. The recommended
solutions are then presented to the
business leadership team and the
leaders either accept or reject the
proposals. After acceptance of a
proposal, workout teams take responsibility for implementation, with upper
management's support. These workout
teams have frequent follow-up sessions
to monitor progress. This entire process
becomes an ongoing system, with
future workouts derived from previous
ones. The town meeting and workout
processes can be seen as condensed
versions of TQM, a process of continual improvement "kaizen".

Horizontal Organization
The horizontal organization is a
natural extension to TQM. Its aim is to
break down national barriers within
companies. Years ago, companies with
international ambitions simply cloned
themselves offshore, creating miniversions of the parent company in each
country. The days of a corporation
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product development, mistakes that
could possibly have been confined to a
single country or region, can become a
global disaster. Yet the potential
advantages over-weigh the disadvantages. But, globalization isn't taking
anyone form. Most companies have
adopted mixed organizational formats.
Simply redrawing lines on an
organization chart doesn't make a
company global. "Changing the boxes
without changing the way you manage
the boxes is kind of a mug's game,"
says Dick Ogren, who headed up the
Ford study team that led to the recent
changes.
A lot has been said and written about
"new theories of management" sweeping through American business. These
revolutionary theories are purported to
hold the key to America's revival as the
world leader in business and industry.
Evolved forms of TQM have given a
new look to Deming's philosophy,
although Deming's basic concepts seem
to be the central theme. Successful
American corporations are realizing the
importance of utilizing employee
strengths and expertise and employing
empowerment, involvement, teamwork,
and continuous improvement.
Creative ideas, an American
strength, have established new standards of thinking, but American
business and industry must continue to
change the way they do business. These
new techniques would appear to be
uniquely suited to the American culture
with our strong heritage of democracy
and innovation. The path that American
business and industry will follow into
the next century is a uniquely American one.
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